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the vitally important point in such an inquiry, what value l

are we to attach to a merely subjective estimate of the 

degree of mental capacity ? So enormous is the influence of i

the personal equation of the teacher in the estimates used
by Mr. Heron that in one school-a school attended, it i
may be remarked, by children of parents in the casual

labour class-no less than 33 per cent. of the pupils 
are described as brilliant," and a further 35 per cent. of i

the boys and 22 per cent. of the girls are returned as
"above the average," while in other schools the ratio of
"brilliant" scholars sinks as low as 1 per cent. These

figures, to which Mr. Heron very frankly calls attention,
certainly suggest that data for statistical inquiries of this

sort can hardly be obtained in a satisfactory form unless the
factors to which the data refer are clearly defined and

accurately measured. Until these conditions have been

fulfilled such investigations must appear premature, and their 
results, however interesting and suggestive, will not be

likely to carry much weight even with convinced adherents
of the biometric methods of research in sociological
problems ; to more sceptical and more frivolous spirits they
may even seem an argument in support of the cynical theory
that statistics are the superlative degree of unveracity.

THE DANGERS OF PETROL IN GENERAL AND

OF THE DRY SHAMPOO IN PARTICULAR.

IT is not a great many years ago when the storage and
transit of petroleum, whether of the light or heavy kind, had 
a relatively small concern to the public, and the Petroleum i

Act of 1871 appeared to work well. All this has been 1

altered by the suddenness with which motor traffic came to the t
front. As is pointed out in the recently-issued (first) report of i

the Departmenral Committee on Petroleum Spirit, the trade in t

petroleum spirit was small compared with its present dimen- I

sions, and the increase in this trade has reached a stage 
undreamt of by the framers of the Act. There is now 

scarcely a village in this country at which motor spirit is not <

obtainable, and therefore omissions which at the time
of the passing of the Act of 1871 were of comparatively 
small moment, and which could be neglected without great 
danger, have now assumed an importance which the Com- 1

mittee very rightly considers renders further legislative
measures desirable. The committee has accordingly drawn
up recommendations applying to the safer conveyance 
of spirit by road, to the enforcement of regulations by 1
local authorities, to increased precautions to be taken in i

the manufacture of petroleum spirit and in the domestic ]

use of petroleum spirit, to its use by hairdressers and storage
by motorists, and so forth. There can be little doubt that

a large section of the public still does not realise the

clangerously inflammable nature of petrol, and it would be 

criminal to await the lesson of a great disaster instead of
putting as soon as possible into legal shape requirements
which are calculated to impress the necessity of exercising 
care when petrol is handled, and to prevent accidents
arising from negligence. As our own columns have 

abundantly shown, the domestic use of petrol as a grease
remover and cleanser in general has led to serious accidents,
while its employment by hairdressers as a cleanser and

rapid drier for ladies’ hair has received from us un-

equivocal condemnation on account of the terrible events

which have happened by the firing of this highly inflammable
liquid during the cleansing process. Several lives have at all

events been lost from this cause, and the deaths have been of
a most agonising description. We are glad, therefore, to learn 
that the Committee is of opinion that the use of petroleum 
spirit hair-washes in hairdressing establishments should
be prohibited, and that it recommends that in future 

tresser to use petroleum spirit or mixtures containing
t on the hair of the living subject. We are glad
also to find that the committee agrees with us when we wrote
n an annotation in THE LANCET of July 24th, 1909,
’We doubt whether these dangerous dry hair-washes are
lecessary at all." The evidence before the Committee

ncluded that of the Master of the Incorporated Guild of
hairdressers, who said that he had never used petroleum spirit
’or dry shampoos, and considered it unnecessary, while a

’esolution was passed by the guild discountenancing the use
)f dangerous shampoo compounds on the ground that there
were sufficient perfectly effective and satisfactory harmless
washes available. With all this we entirely agree, and we
would prohibit also the use of other volatile cleaning
and drying agents such as carbon tetrachloride, the use
)f which has recently been shown to be attended with
;onsiderable risk owing to its strong anaesthetic pro-
perties. As we have pointed out, a wash containing
!oap, distilled water, weak ammonia, and a little alcohol
to expedite the drying, answers admirably as a cleansing
agent for the hair, and no excuse that the use of

lighly dangerous liquids saves time and increases profit
should be entertained for a moment.

THE MEDICAL DEFENCE UNION.

THE annual report of the Council of the Medical Defence
Union is of a highly interesting nature. The legal statement
nade by the solicitor, Mr. W. E. Hempson, shows that there
ias not been a single adverse verdict on any of the cases
;aken into court on behalf of members. The applications
’or help have been extensive and the work carried out by
the executive has been greatly increased. The members
iave the satisfaction of knowing that in all matters

which pertain to medical practice, and which involve

?rofessional principles, they can, if in doubt or diffi-

}ulty, by placing such before the executive, obtain what

amounts to expert advice at no cost to themselves beyond
,he annual subscription. The advantages of this society
are so well known that it is perhaps redundant again to set
bhem forth in detail; but it may be stated that, in con-

junction with the indemnity insurance effected for those
members who have applied for it, no legal costs need be
incurred by such members when it is necessary to defend
themselves in any action at law brought against them, and
in which the defence is undertaken by the Union. The

report presented by the Union is well worthy of study. The

number of cases, legally conducted during the past year
amounted to 158. Of these, 46 related to the suppression
of libels and slanders upon members; 40 involved the defence
of members in actions for alleged negligence or want of care
and skill in which pecuniary damages were claimed ; 10

were directed to the suppression of unqualified practice
and the prosecution of unregistered practitioners ; and the
remaining 62 concerned matters personal to the interests

of members as distinguished from those embraced under
the heads given above. It must be borne in mind
that the cases above referred to are only those which
are necessary to be placed in the hands of the solicitor for
legal intervention. The general secretary, Dr. A. G.

Bateman, adjusts a large number (amounting to hundreds)
of cases yearly without the assistance of the solicitor. Some
statistical tables are given, showing the number of cases

yearly dealt with by the solicitor since 1896, with the legal
and total costs involved, which plainly indicate the enormous
amount of work which has been accomplished. No member
of any branch of the medical profession is free from the
attack of unscrupulous persons. We strongly impress


